A craftsman of rock : the work of Charles Robinette by Jones, David
          Deakin Research Online 
 
This is the published version:  
 
Jones, David 2000, A craftsman of rock : the work of Charles Robinette, Australian garden 
history, vol. 12, no. 3, November-December, pp. 14-16. 
 




  Every reasonable effort has been made to ensure that permission has been obtained for items 
included in Deakin Research Online. If you believe that your rights have been infringed by 
this repository, please contact drosupport@deakin.edu.au 
 
Copyright : 2000, Australian Garden History Society 
 
a eR 
by David Jones 
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Copyright Act 1968, copying this copyright material 
is prohibited without the pennission of the 0W?er or 
its exclusive licensee or agent or by way of a ltcence 
from Copyright Agency Limited. For inforn.mtion 
about such licences contact Copyright Agency 
Limited on (02) 93947600 (ph) or (02) 93947601 
(fax) 
NO POET COULD DESIRE A MORE 
CONGENIAL NOOK in which to conceive 
or perfect his ideal creations; and few persons 
with any soul will leave this poem of rock and 
plants after a retreat of an hour without a feeling 
of regeneration and quiet enjoyment [sic.]. 
Aitken has touched on this topic when reviewing 
garden structures, and WattS has mentioned several 
in Historic Gardens ofVtctoria (1983). We know of 
grottoes at Werribee Park and Rippon Lea in 
Victoria; Wairoa, Anlaby, Montefiore (in North 
Adelaide - designed fur Chief Justice Sir Samuel 
Way) and The Acacias (in Kensington Park - garden 
of Adelaide Mayor Sir Edwin Smith) in SA Most of 
these grOttoes, except the latter MO, attempt to 
adhere to picturesque ideals but with varying degrees 
of success. 
Advertisement, 
'co Robinette, Artistic 
Grotto and Horticultura! 
Builder, Malvem', featuring 
the grotto and rockery at 
the Melboume General 
Cemetery. c. 1895. 
(HaJl collection) 
One of the interesting characters that has been discovered as a result of the forthcoming 
Oxford Companion to Australian Gardens (c.200 1), 
is Chades Robinette (1841-1921). Robinette has 
surfaced as being the only professional horticultural 
structure and grotto designer and maker III 
Australia in the 1870s-1920s. 
While we have a considerable literature In 
Europe, North America, and Australia that reviews 
the qualities of grottoes we know litde of their 
designers and creatOrs, and less of whether they 
moved from one project to another and increased 
the scale and quality of their craftmanship. 
Establishing a Reputation 
in South Australia 
Born in Moulton, Lincolnshire, Robinette served as 
gardener to lsaac Holden of Oakwotth House near 
Keighley in West Yorkshire, from 1867-1873. 
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In December 1875, Charles and Mary Robinette, 
with their first child Julia, sailed to Australia arriving 
at POrt Adelaide in January 1876. Upon arrival the 
Robinette's established a gtocery business first in 
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Rundle Street and then at Glenelg in 1882 where he 
established his workshop. 
Robinetre had no formal training in gardening or 
horticulture. Instead, he was an adept learner who 
studied surveying and hydraulic engineering from 
monographs that he acquired. While there are 
numerous detailed reviews about his artistic 
workmanship in creating grotto and rockery 
structures, there is little recorded that gives us an 
insight into his design ideas and intentions. 
Descriptions about what he intended, or any of his 
ink drawings prepared for each design, are also 
limited. All point to an unusual expertise in crafring 
stone, understanding theory and design and 
hydraulic ptinciples with grotro creation. 
In Adelaide, Robinette was engaged to work on 
several private commissions including Monrefiore 
and The Acacias. The grOttoes and rockeries at 
Monrefiore were praised as a triumph ... of nature, 
art, and practical convenience. The whole is as 
natural-looking as if it had been carved in toto from 
the side of a mounrain stream ... The only break to 
the f.mciful picture is the little incongruity of pure 
white stalactites suspended from the decidedly 
discolored limestone formarion of the cave. This is 
an artistic mult. But no blame to the art builder, who 
perforce had to use the only material available. 
Despite this the grOtto is a splendid copy of nature, 
and delighrfully picturesque. 
At The Acacias he crmed his largest work 
involving 'innumerable cascades and rills, at the foot 
of each of which is a pool apparendy hollowed out by 
the consrandy f.illing watet.' 
A Shift to Melbourne 
In late 1885 Robinette gained employment with 
William Guilfoyle of the Royal Botanic Garden, 
Melboume. Increasingly dissatisfied with the quality of 
wotksmanship of his staff, GuilfuyIe commissioned 
Robinette to crafr a rockety in the Gatclen near the 
Andetson Street (B Gate) entrance. The small 
trianguiat grotto, described as 'a f.mtastic piece of 
rockwotk,' was planted in typical nineteenth century 
period succulents. 
A reporter recorded critically that it is a ... very 
extraotdinaty piece of workmanship ... as though it 
had dropped from the sky. It consists of irregulat 
masses of stone cemented together, with irregular 
outlines and swfaces formed into caves, arches, 
stalacrites, &c., with pools intervening, and pockets fc5~ 
plants. We understand it is called a fountain, bur by 
whatever name it may be known, it is totally out of 
place in such a position, being in no way connected 
with its surroundings, and is cerrainly as great a piece of 
incongruity as ever was perpetuated. 
During his project Robinette was also engaged to 
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work on several other public commissions. Grotesque 
rockeries on two small triangulat catriage-<lrive islands 
in The Domain---aedited as his construcrions-are 
very typical of his artistic style and design. AI the 
Melboume Zoological Gatclen, in 1886-87, he erected 
'a vety handsome rockery and pond' and ' ... a platypus 
pool with rocks and bunows and holes for them to live 
m. Another project was the 'Rockery' in the 
Melbourne General Cemetery in c.1889. In Malvem 
Gatclens he crafred the 'handsome fountain and a fish 
pond, &shioned in artistic grotto work' in 1888. In 
1892 he was at work in the Darling Gatclens, Clifron 
Hill, creating a rockery and a series of ponds. 
Advertisement Flyer. 
In about 1896 Robinette decided to shifr his fumily 
to the alluvial goldfields in the Ovens Valley in north-
eastern Vicroria What prompted this decision is 
unknown; possibly he had insufficient horticultural 
commissions to SUstain him due to the stock market 
crash. He died met a shott illness at his residence in 
Potepunkah in 1921, aged 80 years, and was buried in 
the Bright Cemetery. The Alpine Observet recotded 
him simply as 'a well-known and highly respected 
resident of Porepunkah.' 
'c. Robinette. Artistic Grotto 
and Horticultural Builder. 
Malvem', c.1899. 
(Fleming collection) 
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Charles Robinette therefore stands out as an unusual and significant landscape designer in the history of 
Australian horticulture and landscape design. Between 1875 and 1920 he crafted some of the most 
significant public and private grorto and rockery structures known in Adelaide and Melbourne. His 
authorship of these artistic works disappeared because of his artisan status, minimal recognition in period 
publications and journals, and due to the promotional activities of the public clients he worked for that 
often appropriated any accolades of the artistic quality of the structures and success as their own. 
Femery and grotto at 
'Montefiore', 1902. Source: 
The Ausrralian Gardener, 1 
December 1902, p.4. 
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An Odyssey for 
the past 4 years 
With Caroline Davies, 
Penny Dunn and David Martin 
Spring in Attica-Crete-Corfu 
April 17 - May 8 
Brilliant displays of wildflowers ... Peak flowering of Mediterranean 
gardens ... Andent sites and mediaeval monasteries in dramatic 
situations ... Private villas in superb settings ... Unique contemporary 
art and antique collections ... Meals in traditiorial tavernas or private 
homes ... Fine accommodation in 3 hotels only with fabulous views 
over clear-blue seas ... 
Autumn in Corfu-Epirus-Delphi 
October 2 - 23 
Autumn flora, private villas and gardens of Corfu ... Andent culture 
of unspoilt Epirus: mountain villages, forests, sites of antiquity and 
deep gorges in the outer reaches of north-west Greece ... Delphi, 
sacred to Apollo and home of the Oracle ... Walking on the slopes 
of Mount Marnassus ... Fine accommodation in Corfu, loannina, 
Meteora and Delphi 
(Acland Travel Licence No. 30016) 
. Details from: Ca':oliri'e D~vi~sGardenT~~'l"s .... 
. 6 May Road, Toorak, Vie. 3142 TellFax (03)9827 
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11 JUlLKE KEEGAN TOURS 11 
Established 1983 
PROGRAMME FOR 200.1. 
South of France, Italian Lakes, Thscany 
- Departs 2.3 April-
Ju[ie arranges programmes for tl;e ~iscerni11!J 
trave[[er a[[ at a [eisuref~ pace. 
Enj~ private visits to houses an~ gar~ellS, 
~rivil1g tbro11!Jh count1'lJ villages an~ enj~i11!J 
[oea[ foo~ an~ wine. First cfass accommo~atiol!. 
Taste of Vietnam 
- Mi~ November -
A short break with option to visit 
Ankor Wat, Cambo~ia. 
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JULIE KEEGAN TOURS PTY LTD 
7 Cove Street Watsons Bay Sydney 2030 
Tel (02) 9337 1147 Fax (02) 9337 6782 
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